FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
they had not seen any stranger except one Mongol who had
been sent by the Prince of Teijinar to find out whether his
lands at Issik Pakte were inhabited.
Having no news, these Turkis—some fifteen in number—
had not dared to return to the lowlands for provisions. And
then, after the murder of the two Chinese traders, they were
afraid of reprisals, so continued to sit still where they were.
Also, though the land at Issik Pakte belonged to the Tsaidam,
the inhabitants depended for their livelihood on the oasis of
Charklik, at the eastern edge of Sinkiang. This oasis was at
war with Cherchen and it was to Cherchen we wanted to go.
The Turkis hesitated about acting as our guides and in no
circumstances would they take the risk of going further than
Toruksai. Toruksai marked the frontier of Sinkiang. It was
in the Altyn Tagh mountains, six days5 journey from Issik
Pakte, and it was possible that there might be a military post
there. Boro's position was as we had expected. He must not
go to Cherchen. It was in the hands of the Tungans, who
were hostile to all that was Russian. That was not very
reassuring. And as for these isolated mountaineers, they were
paying dearly for the calm of their retreat. They had no tea
left and were drinking an infusion of black pepper, which
they were shy of offering to us. They had had no flour for a
year and lived exclusively on meat. But our arrival filled
them with a somewhat interested joy—we had done well to
provide ourselves with tea.
Two dignified women called on me, bringing their grey
wool with them and continuing their spinning. They wore
little round fur toques which served to hold squares of cotton
on the head. A fold from the square of cotton fell in front of
the face to accord with Moslem custom. Their dress was the
chapan worn by all Turki people in Central Asia, a real
caftan of padded cloth. Their faces might almost have been
European—I mean, they had no definitely Asiatic character.
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